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Seeking the Way Back to Normal: A
Longitudinal Qualitative Investigation of
Teaching Experiences Through COVID-19
Jeffrey Keese (Mercer University)
Karen McIntush (Texas A&M University)

Research Context and Aims
• COVID-19 caused school campus closures in the Spring of 2020, with over 55
million students from 124,000 schools being held home due to campus closures
(Education Week, 2020a).
• The following fall semester, schools largely returned to teaching their students
synchronously, but across a mix of in-person and virtual settings (Education
Week, 2020b).
• Early research on the impact of remote schooling of PK-12 students and
teachers raised a host of concerns including:
• Student engagement and lowered student achievement (Bond, 2020; Dorn et al., 2021;
Domina et al., 2021)
• Difficulty in providing professional development/resources for teachers (Clausen et al.,
2020; Trust & Whalen, 2020)
• Increased teacher workload and associated stress (Keese et al., 2022; Kraft et al., 2021;
Marshall et al., 2020)

• This project is a three-year study of teacher experiences post-COVID-19.

Data Sources
• Individual interviews
and focus groups
conducted remotely
via Zoom
• Generated and
reviewed transcripts
• Sample of 14 teachers
recruited via multiple
social media platforms
for year one
• 11 agreed to return for
year two and year
three

Participants

Participant
Pseudonym

Gender

Grade/Subject

Study
Activity

Years of
Experience

School Setting
(NCES)

% Households w/
Broadband
(NCES)

Angie

Female

High School Spanish

All years

11City, Midsize

93%

Brad

Male

High School Social
Studies

All years

4City, Large

Christy

Female

Second grade

All years

7Rural, Fringe

Dawn

Female

Second grade

Years 1, 3

Janet

Female

Jackie

Female

Jess

Median
Household
Income
(NCES)

% White
Students
(NCES)

% Hispanic
or Latino
% Black Students of % Asian
any race
Students
Students
(NCES)
(NCES)
(NCES)

$112,000

55

10

25

15

86%

$48,000

55

25

65

5

90%

$102,000

85

5

10

5

7Suburb, Large

96%

$145,000

60

10

15

20

Middle School Science All years

14Suburb, Large

93%

$119,000

50

10

30

15

Middle School Science Years 1-2

16Suburb, Large

90%

$80,000

40

15

40

10

Female

High School Math

32Rural, Fringe

67%

$62,000

75

20

10

0

Kit

Female

Middle School Science Years 1, 3

20Suburb, Large

93%

$119,000

50

10

30

15

Kylie

Female

High School Math

All years

16City, Midsize

85%

$58,000

40

30

25

5

Lisa

Female

Pre-Kindergarten

All years

25City, Small

80%

$50,000

45

15

49

5

Mary

Female

Middle School ELA

All years

28Suburb, Large

96%

$141,000

50

10

15

35

Mel

Female

First grade (Bilingual) All years

5

Natalie

Female

High School Math

Michael

Male

Middle School Science Years 1-2

Years 1, 3

All years

7City, Small

80%

$50,000

45

15

40

22City, Midsize

85%

$58,000

40

30

25

5

12City, Large

92%

$107,000

55

10

20

20

79.3%

$59,570

74.3

12.1

39.2

4.7

2018 State Average (NCES)

Methodology
• Participants recruited through teacher groups on social media.
• Interview and focus groups conducted remotely via Zoom.
• Transcripts were generated, de-identified, checked for
accuracy using the recording, and then coded for emergent
themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Saldaña, 2016).
• Intercoder reliability checks and realignment, member-checks for accuracy

• Themes from the second and third year of the study were
compared to those from previous years to uncover continuations
or changes in teacher experiences (Irwin et al., 2012).

Emergency Remote Teaching Framework
• Whittle et al. (2020) proposed
a theoretical framework to
help explain the processes
teachers experience as they
cope with teaching in the
extreme circumstances of
school campus closures of
spring 2020.

Notable themes across study years
• Three instructional arrangements over
three school years.

• Year 1: Fully virtual (Spring 2020)
• Year 2: Mix of virtual and in-person (20202021)
• Year 3: Fully in-person (2021-2022)
• Teachers generally were very glad to have
their students back in-person

• Interactions with instructional technology

• Steep learning curve under difficult and
isolating circumstances
• Schools are catching up to teacher needs for
training, but churn of tech tools continues
• Some moves to “de-techify” classrooms

“There were a lot of kids on the zoom meeting first day
or two, and 18 to 20 kids I was all excited, but I think
about really quick, but they weren't really excited about
the math part of it. They were just excited to see each
other so you know, then for a couple of weeks. I had
probably 5, 6, 7 kids on my zoom meetings. And at the
end, I would come and have my zoom meeting and maybe
a kid would show up, but probably not.” (Jess, Y1)
“I love, love having them back. I love being able to see
them and interact with them.” (Mary, Y2)
“They had heard… that the teachers were not afraid of
the technology; they felt like they didn't have training in
the technology. So one of the campus goals became… how
do we train specific people who we know have embraced
these facets and make them really strong, so that they
can support the rest of the campus?” (Kylie, Y2)

Themes continued
• Teacher concerns for their
students

• Initially welfare was primary
concern; schools provide much more
than educational resources
• Identification of social and
educational gaps began as students
returned
• Measures are being implemented to
remedy apparent educational
concerns but teachers feel schools
are poorly equipped to address
social and mental health issues they
are seeing

"I'm worried about them and that being a huge gap
starting next year. You know all the kids that we were
working really hard to get them, you know, they just
almost there. And we need to just get them a little bit
more…" (Dawn, Y1)
“You've got sophomores who a vast majority were not on
campus as freshmen. So they're still middle schoolers up
here [points to head] and they have zero self-regulation
socially, especially when they're amongst their friends.”
(Angie, Y3).
“I think their educational needs were far better met
than their social-emotional needs. I think that that's
going to be a struggle moving forward.” (Michael, Y2)

Themes continued
• Evolving role of teachers

• Teachers experienced an immediate loss of
autonomy with the onset of virtual
learning. Some returned in year two, but
some not until year three of the study
• Felt celebrated by society at the beginning
of the pandemic, but many now feel
targeted and mistrusted
• Ever more complex profession

• Teacher well-being

• Move to virtual schooling was highly
stressful and coupled with other traumatic
events
• Feelings of being “always on” began in 2020
and persist through year 3
• Exhaustion is exacerbated by staff
shortages which reduce planning and rest
time

“I'm stressing myself out about it, for the most part I don't feel like it's
enough. You know, I'm doing as much as I can, but I still I don't feel like it's
enough. There’re definitely not enough hours in the day. You know I'm doing
as much as I can…” (Natalie, Y1)

“I just think that I think that when we started this whole journey that
parents were very supportive and the communities are super supportive of
teachers and appreciative and I definitely think that as it's gone on, it's
turned the page to where we're almost the enemy. And you know, like we're
hurting kids or you know, trying to push agendas on kids.” (Dawn, Y3).
“I think that's what's really great about my district, and my campus
specifically and our principal and our admin team is wonderful they're like,
you are the Queen of your classroom you know what works for you may not
work for everybody else. So it's not cookie cutter at all.” (Christy, Y2).

“My colleague… she dealt with a death in her family and had to be gone for
several weeks Back to her hometown, she took off all these vacation days,
all these sick days, weeks of them, she still worked. and that's not right.”
(Angie, Y2).

Discussion
• While remote schooling had created some problems for teachers and
students, the return to in-person instruction in the 2020-2021 school year
did not necessarily eliminate those issues.
• With the return of in-person learning, teachers were more able to tailor
their lessons to the needs of their students and address areas of concern
from the spring of 2020.
• Teacher and student mental health continues to be a long-term concern.
What resources can schools and communities provide in this important
area?
• Schools are implementing a variety of interventions to remedy areas of
needed academic improvement.

Thank you!
Jeffrey Keese & Karen McIntush
keese_jw@mercer.edu
kgm91@tamu.edu

